Most existing scholarly work available on Colombian migrants' transnational political practices has emphasised the divisions, mistrust and apathy affecting them. However, research conducted by the author among Colombians in the United Kingdom and Spain departs from previous studies by stressing the broad nature of migrants' transnational political participation, which involves engagement in both formal and informal politics, at the individual and collective levels, and in initiatives coming from 'above' and 'below'. It also shows how transnational political practices oriented towards the home country occur simultaneously with activities in the host society, contrary to what has generally been thought. This was more the case among Colombians in Spain than those in the United Kingdom, which could be partly explained by differences in the historical development and size of each community, as well as the role played by individual factors, such as migrants' previous political experiences.
Transnational migration and political participation
The transnational approach to migration focuses on how migrants 'forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement' (Basch, Glick Schiller and Szanton Banc 1994, p. 5) . This new way of looking at international migration did not emerge strongly until the second half of the nineties, . These are defined as fields 'of social interactions and exchanges that transcend political and geographical boundaries' (Itzigsohn et al. 1999, p.317) . Levitt and NybergSørensen (2004) find this concept useful for two reasons: it links migrants with those who stay behind; and goes beyond the binary opposition between migrant incorporation (or integration) and transnationalism. Initially, the focus was mainly on economic and individual social exchanges, and especially on the importance of economic remittances, with interest on the political aspects developing later. Studies on the transnational political activities of migrants have been approached from various perspectives. Some have looked at the levels and types of political participation of migrants oriented towards the home country, especially focusing on Latinos in the US (see Guarnizo, Bearing these issues in mind, the present article seeks to contribute to the emerging transatlantic debate on migrant political mobilisation from a transnational approach in the less studied European context (see Martiniello and Lafleur 2008) . It argues that migrant transnationalism and integration can be mutually reinforcing processes, and should be seen as part of a continuum rather than as separate issues as in the UK) were interviewed, mostly Colombian migrants, but also some key experts and officials. Since the aim was not to find a representative sample, the selection of participants was driven by the characteristics of the research and involved mainly
Colombian migrants with some level of involvement in transnational politics.
Interviewees included refugees, labour migrants, professionals and students, as well as people who had migrated for other reasons. Finally, the conceptual framework used a wide definition of political activities, whether individual or collective, both formal and informal.2
Colombian migration abroad
Colombia has a long history of internal and external migrations, both forced and voluntary. However, the phenomenon of substantial Colombian migration abroad is very recent. Emigration rates started to climb up in the sixties and rapidly accelerated throughout the nineties and into the twenty first century, as levels of violence and insecurity in Colombia increased and economic conditions deteriorated. According to current estimates, there are more than four million Colombians living abroad (or around one in ten of the national population) (Colombia Nos Une 2008). Although it is assumed that most Colombians migrate abroad for economic reasons, refugees have also contributed to these flows. 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 Colombia and specific destinations in Spain, which reflected 'the existence and great importance of migratory networks, based on links related to family, community and friendships' (own translation). These networks are key in the decision to migrate, the organisation of the trip and the settlement of migrants, but are also evident in the links maintained with the home country, not only at the personal and economic level (remittances), but also politically.
The political experiences of Colombian migrants in Spain and the UK
The work available on US-based Colombian migrants' transnational political practices has emphasised the divisions, mistrust, lack of involvement and apolitical nature of London talked about their involvement in British politics. Two of them had migrated in the eighties, the other in 1999, which means they were among the earliest arrivals. In two cases, voting in UK elections was explained in relation to electoral participation in Colombia. One woman explained that although she had never voted while living in Colombia (she was in her early twenties at the time of migration) she had recently started to vote in her country of origin prompted by her brother in Colombia, who was actively involved in party politics. This had increased her interest in participating electorally in the United Kingdom, and following her acquisition of British nationality she had started to do so. By contrast, Julieta, who also had double nationality, explained that she had never voted in Colombia or the United Kingdom, since she was 'not inclined towards one side [political ideology/option] or another'. In her case, voting was identified with party politics, something she disliked and did not want to become involved in.
Guarnizo (2006b), in his study of Colombians in London, also found a strong correlation between electoral participation in both polities, with differences in the levels She also justified this saying that she now had a daughter born in Spain, whom she wanted to learn about the political history of both her country of birth and that of her These cases show that migrants can simultaneously engage in the politics of both their home and host countries. Previous political experience seems to be key when explaining migrant political engagement. It is mainly those Colombians with a prior history of interest and active participation in politics who sought to maintain their political engagement 'here' and/or 'there'. They were also long-term migrants, mostly refugees, and both men and women. For many of these refugees, continuing their Thus, while fostering migrant participation more formally in Colombian politics,
given the lesser access of migrants to formal politics in the host society, these organisations were promoting more informal ways of mobilisation. As in the individual cases discussed above, this shows that migrant collective political engagement can also combine a transnational and domestic approach, with focus, type and levels of activities varying depending on contextual and other factors. However, this was less evident in the case of the United Kingdom. In general, the strength of Latin American migrant organisations in London was less, and they were more focused on solving the local practical needs of migrants than on more political goals. Although the Colombian community in the United Kingdom is older and heavily concentrated in London, it is much smaller and has not been growing as fast and dynamically in recent years as the one in Spain. In addition, the lack of 'ethnic' status of Latin Americans in the United Kingdom has made this community more invisible and politically marginal than other ethnic groups with a longer history of migration and colonial ties to the country. This contrasts with the 'privileged' position of Latin American migrants in Spain, based on the strong historical links between the two. Also, the legal and institutional environment With time, some of the organisations had focused their attention on specific groups, such as the elderly, the disabled, youth or women. But in general, their main focus of work had become service provision for migrants at the local level, mainly in the legal, social, economic and cultural areas, with issues of political participation being less prominent. Their transnational connections were also weaker, with some exceptions One of the founders of the Latin Front was Gloria, the Colombian woman who had run for local election in London and was also Aculco's representative there (see above). Given her political background, this initiative was from the beginning a more political one, aimed primarily at the legal and political recognition of Latin Americans in the United Kingdom as an 'ethnic' group. The Latin Front campaigned for an amnesty for irregular migrants, greater political rights for the migrant population (including voting), and the automatic granting of British citizenship to all children born in the country (interview with Gloria). As well as lobbying the UK authorities, the Latin Front had sought the cooperation of the countries of origin. More specifically, the Front wanted Latin American countries to become more involved in defending the rights of their citizens abroad and provide alternatives for those who wanted to return. As such, this new political initiative seemed to have been well received by the migrant population, at least initially. According to Gloria, the Front had some 4,000 affiliated members (mostly Colombian), and around twenty people working for it, twelve of them dedicated to the political side, and others focused on social issues. However, in the little time that had been operating, the Latin Front had also raised criticisms and scepticism, with some migrants seeing it mainly as a personal project to gain local political power.
As can be seen from the examples above, transnational and domestic political 
Conclusions
This article has sought to contribute to current debates on migrants and minorities' political mobilisation in the European context, from a transnational approach. That relatively new theoretical approach to the study of international migration allows us to bring to the fore forms of migrant mobilisation previously obscured, and to highlight the connections between transnationalism and integration. In addition, the article focuses attention on a new migrant collective, one that remains understudied despite its growing significance, that of Colombians (and Latin Americans in general) in Europe, and more specifically in Spain and the United Kingdom. 4 The information that follows is taken mainly from Guarnizo (2006b) and Open Channels (2000).
5 Although the sample was non-representative and biased towards those who were politically engaged, I also interviewed Colombians with no or very little transnational political participation (7 in Spain, 6 8 Spain is currently debating the possibility of granting the right to vote in local elections to migrants from outside the European Union with an specific length of legal residence in the country. However, at the moment, citizens from Colombia cannot vote in Spain or the United Kingdom.
9 All names used are pseudonyms, except in the cases of officials or leaders of organisations.
10 To apply for naturalisation as a British citizen, UK law asks for five years previous residence in the country (or three years if the person is married to a British citizen).
11 Diaspora politics is 'usually about political disputes over sensitive issues such as national sovereignty and security ' (ibid, p. 762-63) .
12 In its website, Aesco states that part of its mission is to "formulate and manage cooperation projects that help improve the quality of life of emigrants and potential emigrants as well as their environment, based on the principles of solidarity, co-development and human rights" (own translation) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60 
